The Hand of God
This is week two of our series on the Christian Identity. We are trying to discern the attitudes and actions that identify us as followers of Jesus, and we are doing this as we read through the gospel of John. One piece of the Christian identity has to be the ability to see the hand of God working in our daily life.
Where do you see the hand of God working in your life? I was talking to one of our new families several weeks ago (Dean and Joan Williamson). Dean suffered a heart attack back at the end of April while they were up in Wenatchee. While this was a hard experience to go through a number of things lined up to make things go more smoothly for them and his life was spared. First of all, they were within 15 minutes of Central Washington Hospital there in Wentachee so when he began to feel pain they got him to the hospital quickly. Second, the Wenatchee hospital does not have a regular staff of open heart specialists. Their specialists come out from Spokane on a rotation to perform surgery etc. It happened that this staff was in town and had time to squeeze Dean is the day he came to the hospital and his surgery happened that day within hours of his heart attack. Now, there are two ways you can look at this. Either Dean was incredibly lucky or God was with them that day. They choose to see the hand of God at work in their lives, for their good, showing them his love in a very practical way. 
Every day of our lives we have a choice to make. Either we can choose to look for and see the hand of God working in our lives or we can ignore God and choose to trust in luck or good fortune. Most people don’t think that this is a choice. Most of the time we think that if God acts it should be very plain and evident what has happened and what he has done. But even in the Bible when Jesus is present he chooses to act in ways that force people to exercise their faith rather than just have it handed to them on a platter. In our scripture lesson today John is suggesting that seeing God’s hand in our lives is a matter of faith and choice. God seems to reveal himself in a way that leads us toward himself so that we are going in the right direction but challenges us to have enough faith to enter into his presence.
Our story today is a story about people who are far from God finding God present in their everyday lives and it was a bit of a surprise. The community of Christians to whom John is writing apparently has a significant number of people who are identified as Samaritan. This is a reminder to us that from the beginning the community of Christ was one that invited all people to come no matter what their background was. Samaritans were hated by Jews. But as all were drawn together in Jesus Christ that barrier was broken down and these people came to be Christ followers alongside their brothers and sisters who were identified as Jewish. In the chapter preceding today’s story we hear about Jesus’ interaction with a Samaritan woman at the well. This woman was far from God both in her lifestyle and her belief. But her encounter with Jesus caused her to begin to see that God was present and active in her life. She went around telling people that Jesus was the Messiah because he told her everything she ever did. So because of this woman there were many in her community and beyond who began to believe. 
Jesus leaves Samaria and heads north to Galilee. He goes to Cana where he had attended the wedding and turned water into wine. Because news about Jesus had spread, there was a royal official from Capernaum who had walked the 20 miles to Cana to ask Jesus if he would heal his son who was sick and likely to die. This man came to Jesus and begged him to go with him to Capernaum and heal his son. He was probably an officer who worked for King Herod. He was not someone who was used to begging for anything. In fact, he could have forced Jesus to come to Capernaum if he had wanted to. But instead he recognized in Jesus something different, something God connected. 
[bookmark: 53]Jesus’ response to his asking was John 4:48 "Unless you people see miraculous signs and wonders, you will never believe." And so this official humbled himself before Jesus saying, John 4:49 "Sir, come down before my child dies." This official should not ever have addressed Jesus as sir. The official was Jesus’ superior, not the other way around. But this official, I think, begins to recognize in that moment the presence of God in his life, right there in front of him and he yields his life to God by addressing Jesus as his superior, “sir”. Jesus looks at the man and said, "You may go. Your son will live." And it says that the man “took Jesus at his word and he left.” Taking Jesus at his word is an act of faith. So this guy walked away believing that his son would live. This was a man who was looking for God’s hand working in his life and he sees it. As he is walking home the next day, headed back that same 20 miles he meets some of his servants. They have come to tell him that his son is alive and that the fever had left him. And the man who is looking for God’s hand in this thing asks them, what time of day it was yesterday when his son recovered. This is what the scripture says; the servants said to him, “The fever left him yesterday at the seventh hour." Then the father realized that this was the exact time at which Jesus had said to him, "Your son will live." So he and all his household believed.”
So here is an example of someone who meets Jesus face to face. He asks for a miracle for his son and when Jesus pronounced healing he took Jesus at his word he believed by faith. Then as he looked back on what had happened he went looking for the hand of God in his life, and found it.
So how do we develop a faith that allows us to live in the knowledge that God is with us throughout our lives. Three things I think.
[bookmark: 10][bookmark: 11][bookmark: 12][bookmark: 13][bookmark: 14][bookmark: 15][bookmark: 16]One: develop a relationship with God that builds within us an ability to trust that God cares for you personally. This is a sign of a growing faith that you can trust in God and put your faith in him. In Romans Chapter 8 Paul is speaking about having this kind of relationship with God. He says that Romans 8:8“those who are controlled by the sinful nature cannot please God.”But he goes on to say that those who are controlled by the Spirit are people who trust in God as if God really were a father they could trust to take care of them. He talks about waiting patiently within this relationship for the time when we will be revealed as God’s children. That doesn’t mean that we are perfect. He says that sometimes God’s children don’t know what to pray but we are so close to him through the Holy Spirit that the Spirit prays for us according to God’s will. Then he says this: Romans 8:28 “And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him.”Now, note that this does not say that God works for the good of all people. It says that God works for the good of those who love him, who are carefully and consistently cultivating a relationship with him. This is what I mean when I talk about a relationship of trust in God. If we can repeat this phrase from Romans and know in our hearts that it is true, know from our own experience that it is true then we have that relationship of trust with God. Psalm 91:9-16 “If you make the Most High your dwelling-- even the Lord, who is my refuge-- then no harm will befall you, no disaster will come near your tent.  For he will command his angels concerning you to guard you in all your ways; they will lift you up in their hands, so that you will not strike your foot against a stone.  You will tread upon the lion and the cobra; you will trample the great lion and the serpent. "Because he loves me," says the Lord, "I will rescue him; I will protect him, for he acknowledges my name.  He will call upon me, and I will answer him; I will be with him in trouble, I will deliver him and honor him.  With long life will I satisfy him and show him my salvation.”
Two: when good things happen to you make sure that you spend time giving thanks to God for them. You may think that is a little bit weird at first, because you might think that it is strange to think that God gives you every good thing. However, that is the perspective of the Hebrew people and certainly the perspective of Jesus. Listen to the way the psalmist says it. Psalm 104:1 & 10-15 “Praise the LORD, O my soul. O LORD my God, you are very great; you are clothed with splendor and majesty. He makes springs pour water into the ravines; it flows between the mountains. They give water to all the beasts of the field; the wild donkeys quench their thirst. The birds of the air nest by the waters; they sing among the branches. He waters the mountains from his upper chambers; the earth is satisfied by the fruit of his work. He makes grass grow for the cattle, and plants for man to cultivate- bringing forth food from the earth: wine that gladdens the heart of man, oil to make his face shine, and bread that sustains his heart.” 
Three: When bad things happen, cling to God with all your strength and trust that He is working for you in this situation. He help never comes fast enough for most of us, but it does come.
The following is a testimony given at Emmanuel Reformed Church in Paramount, California: My name is Penny, and I am a single mother of five children. Three years ago, when my youngest child was a year old, a succession of events destroyed the life I had known, but through God's grace, I was given the life I have now.
I was in a relationship with someone for 10 years, and I felt my life was good. He had a decent job, I was off of welfare, and my world was in an upswing. Then my boyfriend fell back into his drug addiction, and it took over his life, leaving me to support my five kids alone. My apartment building was sold, and I was forced to move. The only place for me and the kids to go was a motel.
I made $324 a week and had to pay $343 in rent, so even though I worked 40 hours a week, I began cleaning rooms in the middle of the night at the motel. The $3 I made for cleaning each room helped to feed the kids during the week.
My two older children had been attending a local junior high ministry, and they finally convinced me to come to church on a Sunday. I really enjoyed it, and God started speaking to me.
But my life became overwhelming. It was so hard to see my children suffering because of me. I just couldn't take care of them like a mother should. One night I parked in front of the church and cried. I asked God, "Why was I given these children if I am unable to take care of them?" They were hungry, unhappy, and living in a one-room motel. They were suffering because of my inability. I was trying to fix things, but it wasn't working. So I asked God if I should turn them over to the state. I cried for about two hours that night, but I got no answer. I went back to the motel and kept going.
After a few more weeks, I was falling deeper and deeper into a hole I couldn't get out of. One day after work, I was at the end of my rope. There was barely anything to feed the kids, they were arguing with each other, I had a stressful day at work, and I had to work all night cleaning rooms. There was no one to help—so I sat down at the tiny table in the room, closed my eyes, and I prayed. I asked God for strength. I told him I didn't need money to miraculously fall from the sky, but I just needed endurance through this trial. I asked him to give my children peace, and to give me a sign that I was going to make it.
After I prayed, I lifted my head and took a deep breath. Right at that moment there was a knock at my motel door. There were two people from a care team at church. They were holding a cup filled with candy. I cried. I still don't know who those people were.
There were still some hard times after that, but God gave me strength to find a new life. I joined a small group and became part of that wonderful family. Now God has moved me to a great place to live, two blocks from church. He brought me a promotion at work, so I don't have to clean motel rooms at night anymore.
I remember so clearly the feelings of helplessness and saying, "If I can just make it through today…" But our God is faithful. I look at my cup every day now. I keep it in my car as a reminder that when we as people are at our lowest, helpless and broken, if we just turn to God, he will fill our cup.”
That is an amazing testimony because her life was not all roses, and money did not fall into her lap miraculously. But she saw God’s love and care in her life through a cup, a small gift.  I remember something I once read from Dallas Willard: "For those who love God, nothing irredeemable can happen to you." That is the attitude we are talking about today. That is the piece of the Christian Identity that we are trying to acquire. Are you a person who sees the hand of God in your life? If you don’t I encourage you to begin looking. The hope-filled words of the prophet Jeremiah remind us that God intends to be found, that he intends to have a relationship with us. Jeremiah 29:13-14 “You will seek me and find me when you seek me with all your heart. I will be found by you," declares the LORD.”
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